CHAPTER VI
FREEDOM
THE two of us set off with nobody except Wang the
muleteer.
It was true we were going to miss the services of the
Smigs, even to miss them cruelly, but carrying it out alone
added some suggestion of bravura to our exploit.   Our
conquest of Tartary would seem all the more fascinating if it
were due entirely to our own efforts.
It was a joy to be going forward, to be on the road again,
to have left those poisonous bureaucrats behind us; a joy to
be one's own master, to forget the lorries and being shaken up
in them, packed in amongst twenty-five Chinese; a joy to feel
the gentle wind on one's face; the warm colour of the mule
was joy, and joy the rhythmic sound of his hooves on the road.
Between Lanchow and Sining, the capital of the province of
Koko Nor, where, doubtless, our difficulties would begin all
over again, there were six days of respite in which to re-
discover the world.
Jumping off my mule, or rather off my perch on the boxes,
I walked along the clean road. There is no highway cleaner
than the Chinese highway, for animal droppings are cease-
lessly being gathered up, to be dried and used as fuel. I
could have shouted for joy and the echoes rang with my
Alpine songs. The puffs of smoke from Wang's black cigar
reminded me of our own short Swiss Grandsons, and as if
by magic, transported me to a third-class smoking compart-
ment between Lausanne and Berne.
Wang sang now and again also, at the same time slipping
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